Nitric oxide may trigger lactation in humans.
To determine whether nitric oxide is synthesized in the breast and plays a role in lactation. Concentrations of biopterin, neopterin, and the total concentration of nitrite plus nitrate, a marker for nitric oxide generation were measured in 242 samples of breast milk obtained from 39 women during postpartum days 1 to 30. The total concentration of nitrite plus nitrate was measured in 17 sets of breast milk and serum obtained from 17 women on postpartum day 4 or 5. (1) The total concentration of nitrite plus nitrate rose and peaked just before an increase in the volume of milk secreted was observed. (2) The total concentration of nitrite plus nitrate in breast milk was not correlated with that in the serum. (3) High levels of neopterin and biopterin were found in breast milk. (4) The volume of breast milk on day 5 was correlated with the total concentration of nitrite plus nitrate observed in breast milk on days 1 to 3. (5) The total concentration of nitrite plus nitrate in the breast milk of the high secretors significantly exceeded that seen in the low secretors. We suggest that nitric oxide is synthesized in the breast and may trigger lactation in humans.